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Investigating EFL students’ levels of reading proficiency at Al-Quds Open University
and identifying difficulties facing them in practicing the reading skill
Dr. Khaled Abdel Jaleel Dweikat1
Abstract
Reading plays a significant role in academic achievement, particularly when learners have to work over a
huge amount of foreign language materials for their own specialist subjects. Nevertheless, not all learners
have the same levels of reading proficiency and mostly learners of English as a foreign language face some
difficulties in practicing the reading skill especially in most Arab countries and Palestine is not an exception.
Thus, this study aimed at investigating EFL students’ levels of reading proficiency at Al-Quds Open
University in addition to identifying difficulties facing them in practicing the reading skill. The participants
involved a random sample of 116 undergraduate students (males & females) who specialize in TEFL for
their bachelors' degrees at QOU in Palestine. The descriptive method was used by means of quantitative
methods through a 33- item questionnaire to identify EFL reading proficiency levels in addition to
identifying the difficulties facing students when practising reading English texts. Results revealed that EFL
students’ at QOU scored high levels of reading proficiency and there were no statistically significant
differences at (α =0.05) on the total degree of EFL students’ reading proficiency due to gender, age and level
of study. There was no statistically significant relationship between taking the two courses in reading and
students ' levels of proficiency.
Keywords: Reading proficiency, Quds Open University, Reading Skill, EFL.

استقصاء مستويات إتقان القراءة لدى طلبة تخصص اللغة االنجليزية في جامعة القدس المفتوحة وتحديد الصعوبات
التي تواجههم في ممارسة مهارة القراءة
2

خالد عبدالجليل الدويكات

ملخص

 وبخاصة عندما يتوجب على المتعلمين التعامل مع كم هائل من المواد التعليمية باللغة،تلعب القراءة دو اًر مهماً في التحصيل األكاديمي
 ومع ذلك ال يملك جميع المتعلمين نفس مستويات الكفاءة في القراءة كما يواجه المتعلمون بعض الصعوبات.األجنبية في مجال تخصصاتهم
 من هنا هدفت الدراسة الحالية إلى التحقق من مستويات.استثناء
في ممارسة مهارة القراءة ال سيما في معظم الدول العربية وفلسطين ليست
ً
الكفاءة القرائية لدى الطلبة الذين يدرسون اللغة اإلنجليزية كلغة أجنبية في جامعة القدس المفتوحة إضافة إلى التعرف على الصعوبات التي

 طالباً وطالبة في مرحلة البكالوريوس ممن يتخصصون في116  واشتملت عينة الدراسة العشوائية على،تواجههم عند ممارسة مهارة القراءة
 وتم استخدام.2018/ 2017 أساليب تدريس اللغة اإلنجليزية كلغة أجنبية في جامعة القدس المفتوحة في فلسطين في العام األكاديمي

 فقرة هدفت لتحديد كفاءة الطلبة في القراءة وتحديد33 األسلوب الوصفي من خالل توظيف أساليب كمية من خالل استبانة تكونت من
 أظهرت النتائج أن طلبة اللغة االنجليزية في جامعة القدس المفتوحة قد سجلوا مستوى.الصعوبات التي تواجههم عند قراءتهم لنصوص انجليزية

( بين مستويات الطلبة تعزى لمتغيرات الجنس والعمرα =0.05) مرتفعاً للكفاءة القرائية ولم يظهر أية فروق دالة إحصائيا عند مستوى الداللة
والمستوى الدراسي وكذلك لم تظهر عالقة دالة إحصائيا بين دراسة مساقي القراءة ومستوى الطلبة في الكفاءة القرائية

. اللغة االنجليزية كلغة أجنبية، مهارة القراءة، جامعة القدس المفتوحة، الكفاءة القرائية:كلمات دالة
1
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highlighted by many educators and
researchers. Reading plays a vital role in
academic development, particularly when
learners have to work over a huge amount of
foreign language materials for their own
specialist subjects (Mc Donough & Shaw,
2013). Wide reading, according to Peterson,
builds background knowledge and can be
encouraged by allowing self-selection of
personally interesting and relevant texts.
Rivers (1981:147) stated that "reading is the
most important activity in any language class,
not only as a source of information and a
pleasurable activity, but also as a means of
consolidating and extending one’s knowledge
of the language".
On the other hand, not reading well is
expected to leave some negative consequences
on the person’s life such as the possibility of
not being able to finish high school or higher
education, the possibility to be underemployed
or unemployed, and even the difficulty in
managing personal and family life. Therefore,
it is essentail for EFL learners to improve their
reading skill and to work hard towards
proficiency and fluency as well. While reading
proficiency
requires
the
reader
to
independently begin and persist in reading
tasks, fluency represents a level of speed and
accuracy of word recognition that can be
improved
through
reading
practice
(Dowhower, 1987; Samuels, 1994) and;
therefore, depends upon a reader’s basic
decoding skills, including phonological
awareness, and knowledge of syntax. English
(2004) maintained that based on various
models of reading processes and factors
affecting L2 literacy, skilled readers possess
metacognitive awareness of how, when and
with what frequency to use a combination of
strategies, while at the same time exhibiting
fluent, automatic processing skills. Hence,
fluent readers are expected to read with better
comprehension. Medjahdi (2015) found that
good readers have the capacity to choose the
suitable reading strategy according to the

Introduction
Learning English as a foreign language
EFL or as a second language ESL necessitates
the mastery of four fundamental skills; namely
listening, speaking, reading and writing.
Listening and reading are thought to be
receptive skills while writing and speaking are
considered productive or expressive skills.
Expressive language refers to the child’s
ability to produce language, whereas receptive
language refers to the child’s ability to
accurately comprehend what is said, written,
or signed by others (Frazier, 2011). Yılmaz
(2012) claims that reading is often
characterized as a receptive skill in which one
looks at and attempts to understand what has
been written .The reading skill in particular is
seen as a necessary skill for a language
acquisition because it has positive effects on
vocabulary knowledge, spelling , grammar ,
as well as the learners’ ability to write. Carrell
(1989) who claims that reading is by far the
most important skill in learning English as a
second or foreign language, completely agrees
with Levine, Ferenz, and Revez (2000) who
state that the ability to read academic texts is
considered one of the most important skills
that university students of English need to
acquire.
With regard to the various definitons
of reading, Connors-Tadros (2014) defines it
as a set of interrelated skills needed to
comprehend meaning from varied texts.
Reading, furthermore, is a dynamic process in
which information from the text and
knowledge possessed by the reader to enable
him to construct meaning before, during and
after reading. Medjahdi (2015) considers
reading as the most difficult language skill
that involves the interaction of multiple
cognitive, meta-cognitive, linguistic and
sociolinguistic aspects. i.e.; some other subskills operating all together in order to
perform the task.
Being a dynamic interactive process,
the reading skill has several advantages
-20https://digitalcommons.aaru.edu.jo/jaaru_rhe/vol39/iss1/22
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reading. When the learner has a large
vocabulary, he will not face problems
comprehension in understanding the whole
text, and this comes from habitual reading.
Hellekjaer (2009) found that out of 578
Norwegian university students, about 30% of
the respondents had serious difficulties in
reading English, while an additional 44%
found it more difficult that reading in their
first language. According to her, the main
problems encountered by students were
unfamiliar vocabulary and slow reading, while
extracurricular readers and respondents who
were able to guess word meaning from context
had higher reading scores.
Sapungan & Cuarteros (2016) pointed
out to the relationship of vocabulary to
comprehension
which seems to be
undisputable.They calim that students who
cannot understand the words, cannot possibly
understand the text. An individual with the
richest and most vocabulary however, can
read more complicated and varied sources of
information easily. However, because
vocabulary and comprehension are highly
correlated does not necessarily mean that
improving
vocabulary
increase
comprehension. Bloomfield and Fries (2001)
provided two reasons for this: most instruction
fails to provide the in-depth knowledge
necessary for improved comprehension; and,
readers need not know every word to
understand a passage.
Statement of the Problem
English is taught in the Palestinian
schools as a foreign language, mostly for
instructional purposes. All the Palestinian
schools use the same syllabus English for
Palestine (EFP) and the same textbooks
assigned and distributed freely by the
Palestinian Ministry of Education since 1997.
The Palestinian students study English as a
foreign language for twelve years from the
first grade to the 12th grade. However, results
of students in reading courses and in English I
and English II revealed that students are not
good readers. Furthermore, as an EFL

specific text and skillful readers skim to
extract general ideas of the text and scan to
have specific needed information from it. To
this end, the ability to read proficiently in
English has become one of the most
significant requirements for university
students throughout the world.
Nevertheless, a number of reasons
were given by researchers to justify the
weaknesses of students in the reading skill.
Al-Nafisah (2016) maintained that Saudi
university students experience learning
difficulties because they have not developed
an ability to read fluently outside the
classroom in their pre-university education.
According to Al-Nafisah, the Saudi society,
like any other Arabic society, does not have a
solid reading culture, even in the mother
tongue. Moreover, extensive reading is not
emphasized in English teaching syllabuses and
extensive reading lacks recognition among
English language teachers who have little or
no experience in how to apply this type of
reading. Instead, reading instruction at all
educational levels in Saudi Arabia is only
focused on intensive reading, i.e., close study
of vocabulary and grammar, which is not
reading at all.
Some researchers claim that a reader
needs to know at least 95% of the words on a
page to read a text instructionally while 9899% vocabulary knowledge is required to read
a text independently (Laufer, 2001;Schmitt,
2000). Other researchers argue that L2
university students require at least 10,000
word families (Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996)
while still other researchers speculate that they
need at least 20,000 word families (Grabe &
Stoller, 2011).
Medjahdi (2015) maintained that
another type of difficulties that can be found
among EFL readers is the existence of various
meanings within the same word, i.e. words
that have more than one meaning and that
insufficient vocabulary leads to many
obstacles in reading comprehension since lexis
has a very important role for a successful
-21Published by Arab Journals Platform, 2019
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instructor for about 20 years at Al-Quds Open
University (QOU), the researcher has
observed a huge gap between students’
reading proficiency level and that of the
higher proficiency expected from EFL
university students. It has been observed that
such students cannot read fluently, though
they have dealt with the English subject at
least 12 years at school and 1-2 years at
university.
The researcher has noticed that the
majority of university students suffer from
some deficiency in their reading proficiency to
the extent that some of them tend to be
struggling
readers
who
are
mostly
characterized by reading less texts in the same
amount of time as do more fluent readers and
have less text to remember, comprehend, and
appreciate. Such deficit might be attributed to
different factors that affect students’ level of
reading fluency. To the researcher’s best
knowledge, no research has been carried out to
identify EFL students’ level of proficiency at
Al-Quds Open University since its
establishment in 1991. Thus, the current study
aims to investigate EFL students’ levels of
reading proficiency at Al-Quds Open
University in addition to identifying the
possible difficulties facing them in practicing
the reading skill at the university level.
Questions of the Study
The following research questions were
addressed in this study:
1-What are EFL students' levels of reading
proficiency at Al-Quds Open University?
2- Are there statistically significant difference
s at (α =0.05 ) between the study sample
responses of the different levels of reading
proficiency according to gender, age, level of
study, and taking Reading I and Reading II?
3-What is the effect of taking the two reading
courses on students ' levels of proficiency?
4-What are the most common difficulties
facing EFL students at Al- Quds Open
University when practicing the reading skill?

Khaled Dweikat

Significance of the study
To succeed in language learning, EFL
learners need to possess good levels of reading
proficiency.Sapungan and Cuarteros (2016)
argue that knowledge of students’ reading
proficiency and competence helps language
teachers to determine what teaching and
learning tools to select to optimize learning.
Moreover, the training of these students to
become proficient and skillful readers has
become a high priority concern among people
involved in the educational system.
Nevertheless, at present, only a few studies
have been conducted to identify EFL students’
levels of reading proficiency in Palestine. To
the best of researcher’s knowledge, no study
has been conducted at QOU to investigate
students’ reading proficiency. Hence, the
results of this study are hoped to provide data
that help in suggesting implications for
effective EFL instruction at school and at
university level as well. Moreover, the results
are hoped to help EFL programs at QOU and
other universities to design appropriate
reading courses, teaching materials and
strategies that can enhance teaching pedagogy
with regard to the reading skill.
The results are hoped to shed some
light on the students' reading difficulties to
provide them with the best solutions to
overcome them. Additionally, it is hoped that
the results of this study might help EFL
students in their academic study by developing
effective reading strategies on one hand, and
help educators and decision makers to take
their instructional decisions based on sound
judgments rather than intuitions. Results from
this investigation could potentially provide
valuable information for researchers and
practitioners interested in examining and
enhancing reading proficiency of EFL learners
in Palestine. The results are hoped to provide
recommendations to improve the current state
of TEFL at QOU in particular and in The
Palestinian schools and public universities in
general. The results are hoped to recommend

-22https://digitalcommons.aaru.edu.jo/jaaru_rhe/vol39/iss1/22
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further research in the field of reading
proficiency.
Definitions of Terms
Reading proficiency: students be able to
identify the words on the page accurately and
fluently; that they have enough knowledge and
thinking ability to understand the words,
sentences, and paragraphs; and that they be
motivated and engaged enough to use their
knowledge and thinking ability to understand
and learn from the text.It requires three sets of
interrelated skills that develop over time:
language and communication, mechanics of
reading, and content knowledge.
Al-Quds Open University: Al-Quds Open
University is the first among Palestinian and
Arab universities adopting the philosophy of
Open Education, keeping abreast of
technological and cognitive advances at the
global level. In 1991, the university
commenced educational services in its
headquarters
in
Ramallah,
gradually
introducing a network of 22 branches spread
in the major Palestinian cities, which
nowadays have about 65,000 students.
Limitations of the Study
The current study was limited to a sample of
116 EFL students at three branches of QOU in
the academic year 2017/2018. Instrumentation
was limited to a questionnaire that included
three sections (Appendix 1).
Literature Review
Taking into account the importance of
the reading skill and the need to improve
students’
reading
proficiency,
many
researchers have been very enthusiastic to
carry out their studies in this field for the sake
helping students to be good readers or even
proficient readers. With regard to reading
proficiency , according to the National
Reading Panel Report (2000), the five major
components of effective reading instruction
that include phonemic awareness, phonics,
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension are
considered the key aspects that needed to be
addressed
when
determining
reading
proficiency.

Khaled Dweikat

Firstly, Rubin & Thompson (1994)
proposed the so-called R-levels of reading
proficiency where R stands for reading. The
first level is Novice (R 0) where readers are
expected to be able to read a few words that
are strongly supported by contexts such as
signs, menus.
The second level is
Intermediate where readers are expected to be
able to read, with heavy reliance on a
dictionary, simple texts such as newspaper
announcements that contain the most common
words and the simplest grammatical
constructions. The third is Advanced (R 2)
when readers are expected to understand the
main ideas and some details in uncomplicated
but authentic prose.
The fourth is Superior (R 3- Professional
proficiency.) where readers are expected to
read with almost complete comprehension and
at normal speed most texts intended for
educated native readers of English, for
instance, literary texts and expository prose on
a wide variety of topics and of different genres
(editorials, correspondence, general reports,
technical material in a given professional
field, official documents, and political
documentary). The fifth level is Distinguished
(R 4- Near Native Proficiency)when readers
are expected to read as quickly and
effortlessly in English as he/she can read in his
native language; to read anything published in
the foreign language without using a
dictionary.
Al-Nafisah (2016) aimed to explore
the effect on an extensive reading program on
the reading comprehension of Saudi EFL
university students. The sample of the study
consisted of 54 students randomly chosen
from King Saud University and assigned to an
experimental and a control group of 27
students each. Pre- and post-test data were
collected within a three months period. Both
groups, the experiment group and the control
group, were taught by the researcher. The
researcher assessed the effect of extensive
reading on the reading comprehension of the
participants. The findings showed that the
-23-
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classrooms where English is used as a medium
of instruction.
Gönen (2015) aimed at identifying
reading strategy use of students in a Turkish
EFL context and exploring the relation
between perceived awareness of FL reading
strategies while reading academic materials
and FL reading proficiency of 55 students
participated in the study. Results of correlation
and regression analyses along with interview
data found that although there was no
significant correlation between FL reading
strategy and FL reading proficiency, low and
high proficient learners differed in their
employment of FL reading strategies.
Dhanapala and Yamada (2015) aimed
to examine how EFL learners in different
reading proficiency levels comprehend L2
texts, using five-component skills involving
measures of vocabulary knowledge, drawing
inferences and predictions, knowledge of text
structure
and
discourse
organization,
identifying the main idea and summarizing
skills, and identifying supporting information
of L2 texts. One-hundred and forty-six
Japanese undergraduates majoring in different
disciplines participated in this study.
Correlation analyses, discriminant function
analysis, and regression analysis revealed that
identifying specific information and drawing
inferences contributed greatly to the
distinction of three proficiency levels. Results
also indicated that Japanese students’
attentional processes involving inferencing,
problem solving, monitoring and resolving
ambiguity were rather low. Further, results
confirmed that L2 proficiency supports the
efficient functioning of both lower-level and
higher-level processing skills deemed crucial
for the text model of comprehension as well as
the situation model of reader interpretation.
Medjahdi (2015) investigated reading
difficulties that third-year Secondary School
learners face, and to identify their reading
problems and the reasons behind their
weaknesses in performing the reading task.
The questionnaire and interview have been

experiment group outperformed the control
group in reading comprehension. This
supported the positive effect of extensive
reading
on
EFL
learners'
reading
comprehension.
Al Seyabi and Al Rashdi (2016) aimed
at identifying the current practices regarding
the implementation of extensive reading in
Omani public schools. The study employed a
content analysis sheet to analyze the extensive
reading work of 300 students. Semi-structured
interviews were also held with 15 teachers and
5 regional supervisors from Al-Dakhilyia
Governorate. Results of the study revealed
that the frequency of reading amongst students
is very low as 53% of the students read only
once a semester and they often read the same
type of genre. The results also showed that
most of the English language teachers chose
the same reading materials for their students
regardless of the students’ interests or
proficiency level. To show evidence of
reading, students often wrote responses to
questions in their notebooks. As for
assessment, teachers did not assess students
based on the frequency of reading or the
difficulty level of the questions chosen.
Teachers responded to students’ work by
giving them a general mark rather than
providing descriptive comments or giving
recommendations on what to read next.
Sapungan and Cuarteros (2016) aimed
to determine the reading comprehension skill
and the proficiency level of Arab students and
to find out their level of reading competency
in
terms
of
literal
comprehension,
interpretative comprehension and vocabulary
skill. The researcher noted that most Arab
students were experiencing difficulty in
reading
comprehension
(particularly
interpretative comprehension) and word
meaning in language classes that require
intensive reading comprehension and other
communication activities like speaking,
writing, listening and analyzing. Poor English
reading comprehension was evident in

-24https://digitalcommons.aaru.edu.jo/jaaru_rhe/vol39/iss1/22
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support strategies the least preferred. Study
results provided evidence that a significant
relationship exists between reading strategy
use and reading proficiency. Results of the
multiple regression analysis revealed that (a)
problem-solving strategies and global
strategies are predictive of reading proficiency
score among the study population, and (b)
support strategy use is negatively correlated
with reading proficiency score. Study findings
added support to previous research that
demonstrated a linkage between reading
strategy use and reading proficiency.
Magogwe JM (2013) aimed to explore
metacognitive awareness level of University
of Botswana students in the Faculty of Social
Sciences and the the role of metacognitive
awareness in reading and how it relates to
proficiency. The Survey of Reading Strategies
Questionnaire (SORS) developed by Mokhtari
and Sheorey (2002), and the semi-structured
interview technique were used to collect data
for this study. The findings indicated that
(ESL) students reported high reading
proficiency and high use of metacognitive
strategies, but there was no vast difference in
terms of proficiency. Students who reported
their proficiency as high had an edge over
low-proficiency ones mainly because their
management and monitoring of reading was
guided more by the goals they have set
themselves than by the tests and assignments
they were given.
Yılmaz (2012) investigated Turkish
EFL students’ attributions in reading and
university students’ attributions for success
and failures in second language reading.
Student questionnaires identified 13 common
attributions.
Statistically
significant
differences were found between attribution
and gender, proficiency, and between student
and teacher opinions. The overwhelming
majority of both students (almost 83%) and
teachers (almost 94%) attributed students‟
success in reading to good strategies.
Moreover, it was found that female students
were significantly more likely to attribute

used as research instruments which are
addressed, respectively, to third-year learners
and teachers at Nehali Mohamed secondary
school. The results revealed that most of the
learners have difficulties in reading
comprehension at the level of pronunciation
and ambiguous words, as well as the nature of
the selected materials.
Hoang (2015) attempted to figure out
the frequencies of reading strategies used by
Vietnamese students for their academic study
in the UK. More importantly, it sought to
clarify the correlation between reading
strategy use and reading competence, as well
as the differences between higher-proficiency
readers and lower-proficiency readers in terms
of strategy utilization. The study made use of
quantitative data from two questionnaires with
85 Vietnamese EFL learners studying at
British universities, and qualitative data from
semi-structured interviews with 3 high scorers
and 3 low scorers chosen from the sample.
The research findings revealed that the
Vietnamese student-subjects were medium
strategy users, and there was no statistically
significant association between overall
strategy use and reading comprehension. It is
evident that lack of vocabulary was the most
common reading difficulty with less efficient
students (chosen by 74.19% of lowproficiency group and rated as the biggest
challenge by 45.16%). Meanwhile, lack of
concentration‟ was the most popular issue
among more efficient learners (reported by
48.39% and rated as the largest reading
difficulty by 41.94%). There were consistently
more lower-proficiency readers than higher
proficiency readers reporting 5 out of 6
categories of reading problems.
Nisbet and Huang (2012) explored the
relationship between reading strategy use and
reading proficiency among 241 students at two
universities in China. Participants reported
being moderately active users of all three
types of reading strategies (global, problemsolving, and support strategies), with problemsolving strategies being the most preferred and
-25Published by Arab Journals Platform, 2019
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language reading ability, low level decoding
skills, lack of cultural knowledge of the
material, lack of motivation to learn, lack of
diversity
in
teaching
materials,
overdependence on the teacher and a
concomitant lack of learner autonomy, lack of
opportunities to read and inadequate exposure
to reading materials. Classroom pedagogies
can also impact on reading comprehension.
The literature review above presented
a number of studies in the Arab World and in
the Western world as well which aimed to
measure students’ reading proficiency either
through
using
qualitative
methods,
quantitative methods or both. The current
study is the first one that aims to investigate
EFL students’ levels of reading proficiency at
Al-Quds Open University in addition to
identifying difficulties facing them in
practicing the reading skill. The tool used to
achieve thses objectives was a questionnaire.
Sampling, Instrumentation and Procedure
A sample of 116 EFL students at QOU
in the academic year 2017/2018 participated in
the study. The background of these students
ranged from sophomore to senior students.
Moreover, the students included more females
than males as shown in Tables (1) below.
Table (1)
Distribution of Sample According to Study
Independent Variables

success to their own efforts to achieve the
ultimate goals in reading skill than were male
students.
Alsamadani (2009) explored Saudi
students’ use of reading strategies and their
effect on students’ reading comprehension.
The results showed that EFL learners in Saudi
Arabia showed significantly more perceived
use of planning strategies than attending
strategies and evaluating strategies. The
results of the study showed no significant
relationship between Saudi EFL learners'
comprehension level and their use of reading
strategies. Saudi students perceived other
factors such as prior knowledge, enthusiasm
for reading, time on task, purpose for reading,
and vocabulary as having much effective
contribution to their final comprehension.
Gender differences favoring female learners
were evident in almost all analyses conducted
in the current study. Significant differences
were found favoring female students in overall
strategy use, comprehension level, and the use
of evaluating strategies.
Chomchaiya and Dunworth (2008)
sought to obtain specific information from
Thai undergraduate students about their
experiences when undertaking formal reading
classes in a higher education institution. The
preliminary investigation took the form of a
group interview or focus group conducted
with nine learners from four different English
language classes at one Thai university. The
findings indicated that while students
appeared to be motivated to develop their
English language reading comprehension, they
experienced barriers to learning which
included an educational approach which did
not foster independence and autonomy;
materials that were not always engaging; and a
classroom environment which was not
optimally conducive to learning. It was also
revealed that learners of English as a second
language often experience considerable
difficulties with reading. The reasons for
difficulties in developing their expertise in
reading are numerous include issues with first

Variable
Gender

Age

Level of
study
Having
Reading
Difficulties

Category

Frequency

Male
Female
Less than 20
years
Between 2025
More than 25
years
Second year
Third year
Forth year
Yes

15
101

Percentage
%
12.9
87.1

26

22.4

81

69.8

9

7.8

32
52
32
76

27.6
44.8
27.6
65.5

No

40

34.5

116

100%

Total
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Instrumentation
The Questionnaire
To achieve the objectives of the study,
a 33-item questionnaire (Appendix 1) was
designed based on comprehensive reviews of
literature on reading strategies as well as
previous empirical research on the topic in
addition to the researcher's own experience in
the field of teaching several reading courses at
QOU and Najah National University. The
questionnaire consisted of three sections; the
first one focused on demographic profile such
as gender, age, level of study, grades in
reading 1 and reading 2 and whether the
student face any difficulty in reading; the
second aimed to identify the reading
difficulties whereas the third consisted of 33
items that covered the topic of EFL levels of
reading proficiency. The scores of responses
to each item were calculated according to a
five-point Likert scale, in which almost
always =5 points, usually =4 points,
occasionally = 3, rarely = 2 points and almost
never = 1 point.
Validity of the Questionnaire
To ensure the validity of the
questionnaire, it was rated by a jury of experts
in the field of TEFL at the Faculty of
Educational Sciences
at QOU and the
Department of English Language and
Literature at Najah National University . The
questionnaire was piloted on 20 students from
QOU who were excluded from the sample.
The purpose of the pilot study was to
determine whether the questions were
comprehensible and can be interpreted by the
EFL students. The participants were given
sufficient time to complete the questionnaire
and return it along with their comments and
feedback. From their responses, unclear
questions were identified and corrected. Their
comments and the jury's suggestions were
taken into consideration to modify and
improve the questionnaire's content and
wordings by omitting, adding or rephrasing
items bringing the number of items from 36 to
33.

Khaled Dweikat

Reliability of the Questionnaire
The reliability of the questionnaire as
calculated through Cornbach Alpha formula
was (0.89) which is acceptable for the purpose
of the study.
Procedure
The final draft of the questionnaire was
distributed among a sample of EFL students at
Al- Quds Open University in three branches:
Nablus, Jenin and Tulkarm. The total number
of the returned questionnaires was 118 and
only 116 were analyzed because 2
questionnaires were excluded as their
responses were neither consistent nor
complete.
Data Analysis
The data collected were analyzed using
(SPSS) to provide answers to the questions of
the study. Means, frequencies, standard
deviations, t-tests for Independent Samples,
One-Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
and Pearson Matrix Correlation were used to
find out the descriptive statistical analysis. To
represent the estimation level of EFL students'
responses a scale was used where 1-1.8 = very
low; 1.81 = 2.6 = low; 2.61 -3.4 = medium;
3.41 – 4.2 = high; 4.21 – 5 = very high.
Results and Discussion
This study aimed to investigate EFL
students' levels of reading proficiency at AlQuds Open University in addition to identify
difficulties facing them in practicing the
reading skill. It also aimed at identifying the
effect of gender, age, and levels of study on
EFL students' perceptions of their levels of
reading proficiency. To achieve the objectives
of the study, the collected data were analyzed
in accordance with the study questions as
follows:
1-Results related to the First Question:
"What are EFL students' levels of reading
proficiency at Al-Quds Open University?" To
answer this question, means and standard
deviations were calculated as shown in Table
(2).
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Table (2)
Means and Standard Deviations of EFL students' levels of reading proficiency in the
descending order according to the means
Means

standard
deviations

Estimation
level

I use my knowledge of the subject matter to
understand unclear texts.

3.93

0.99

High

21

I prefer to read a text I know something about.

3.87

1.09

High

3.

22

I try my best to understand the meaning of every word
in the text.

3.85

1.07

High

4.

33

I use my knowledge of logical sequence to figure out
unclear portions in the text.

3.82

0.87

High

5.

1

I tend to choose appropriate strategies when I cannot
comprehend a text.

3.80

1.04

High

6.

26

3.75

1.09

High

7.

28

3.73

1.02

High

8.

3

3.72

1.02

High

9.

20

I use the vocabulary and grammar I already know to
comprehend the text.

3.70

1.14

High

10.

4

I rely on context to understand the meaning of
unfamiliar words in the text.

3.69

1.19

High

11.

25

I can read isolated words and phrases that I see on
signs, menus and advertisements.

3.68

1.12

High

12.

7

I am used to reading fast with good average of
comprehension.

3.67

0.99

High

27

I can understand texts that consist mainly of factual
language, such as short news reports of events,
biographical information, descriptions, or technical
material.

3.62

1.12

High

14.

5

I use available linguistic clues (word knowledge, word
order, grammar, affixes, synonyms, antonyms, linking
connectors, and punctuation) to get the big picture of
the text.

3.62

1.19

High

15.

12

I rely on guessing to know the meaning of unfamiliar
words in the text.

3.59

1.14

High

16.

10

I tend to read chunks of words when reading English
texts.

3.57

1.08

High

17.

32

I can skim the text to extract its general ideas.

3.53

1.05

High

Rank

No.

1.

2

2.

13.

Item

I can understand the purpose and main meaning of
very short, simple texts.
I can understand the main idea and some details of
clearly organized short straightforward texts about
places, people, and events that I am familiar with.
I use my knowledge of grammar to comprehend
unclear texts.
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Means

standard
deviations

Estimation
level

3.53

1.05

High

3.50

0.98

High

I can understand the main ideas of authentic prose on
topics I am familiar with.

3.49

1.16

High

24

I can read multiple genres with at least 70 %
comprehension.

3.46

1.07

High

22.

6

I can identify the words on the page accurately and
fluently.

3.46

1.06

High

23.

8

I can recognize words quickly and easily.

3.44

1.08

High

24.

11

I tend to use contextual cues (the title, illustrations,
layout, charts, and style, to get the general meaning
and the basic themes in the text.

3.40

1.02

Medium

25.

30

I can understand long and complex analyses, factual
reports, and literary texts.

3.37

1.09

Medium

26.

17

I make a habit to read in English not less than 15
minutes every day.

3.37

1.24

Medium

27.

13

I can read less than 240 words per minute with about
70 % comprehension.

3.37

1.13

Medium

28.

14

I can read 240-250 w.p.m with about 70 %
comprehension.

3.31

1.08

Medium

29.

19

I make a habit to read in English 2-3 times a month or
less.

3.31

1.10

Medium

30.

18

I make a habit to read in English 4-6 times a week to
once a week.

3.27

1.19

Medium

31.

9

When reading English texts, I do not decode
individual letters on each word.

3.22

1.11

Medium

32.

15

I can read 250 – 300 w.p.m with about 70 %
comprehension.

3.19

1.05

Medium

33.

16

I can read more than 300w.p.m with about 70%
comprehension.

3.00

1.14

Medium

3.54

0.50

High

Rank

No.

18.

23

19.

31

20.

29

21.

Item
I can encode meaning from sentences easily and
effortlessly.
I can read fluently all forms and styles of the written
language, including abstract, linguistically complex
texts such as specialized articles, essays and literary
works.

Total Degree

Table (2) shows that the total degree of EFL
students' levels of reading proficiency at AlQuds Open University was (3.54) which
suggests a high level . The highest mean was
given to the item " I use my knowledge of the

subject matter to understand unclear texts "
which scored (3.93).On the other hand, the
lowest mean was given to the item “ I can
read more than 300 w.p.m with about 70%
comprehension " which scored (3.00). This
-29-

Published by Arab Journals Platform, 2019

11

nal of the Association of Arab Universities for Research in Higher Education (???? ????? ???????? ??????? (?????? ?? ??????? ??????, Vol. 39 [2019], Iss. 1, Ar
Journal of the AArU, Vol. 39, No.1. 2019, 19-38

(doi-10.12816/0053041)

result seems to be in line with Magogwe JM
(2013) who found that ESL) students reported
high reading proficiency and high use of
metacognitive strategies.
However, the result seems to disagree
with Al-Nafisah (2016) who found that Saudi
university students experiences learning
difficulties because they have not developed
an ability to read fluently outside the
classroom in their pre-university education.
The result also disagrees with Sapungan and
Cuarteros (2016) who found that most Arab
students experienced difficulty in reading
comprehension and poor English reading
comprehension was evident in classrooms
where English is used as a medium of
instruction. The result also seems to be
inconsistent with Dhanapala and Yamada
(2015) who found that that Japanese students’
attentional processes involving inferencing,
problem solving, monitoring and resolving
ambiguity were rather low and with Hoang
(2015) whose research findings revealed that
the Vietnamese student-subjects were medium
strategy users.
In this regard, it is worth mentioning
that although the students' responses indicated
a high level of reading proficiency , their
results in Reading I & Reading II were not
good as shown in Table (3) where the means
of students' result Reading I was 68.95 while
Reading II means was 69.72 which indicated
only a slight improvement.

2-Results related to the Second Question : "
Are there statistically significant difference s
at (α =0.05 ) between the study sample
responses of the different levels of reading
proficiency according to gender, age, level of
study and taking Reading I and Reading
II?”.
To answer this question, t- Test for
Independent Samples and One- Way ANOVA
were used and tables (4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10)
show the results.
Table (4)
T-test for Independent Samples of EFL
students reading proficiency due to gender

40.00

91.00

69.72

12.61280

Female

101

3.56

0.51

-1.378

Sig.*

Reading
74
II

0.36

t

12.29482

S. D

68.95

Mean

94.00

3.37

N

50.00

15

0.171

*The mean difference is significant at
the 0.05 level.
Table (4) shows no statistically
significant differences at (α =0.05) on the total
degree of EFL students’ reading proficiency
due to gender. The significant level is (0.625)
which is more than (0.05) .The females mean
was 3.56 while the males mean was 3.37. This
result seems to disagree with Alsamadani
(2009) who found gender differences favoring
female students in overall strategy use,
comprehension level, and the use of
evaluating strategies. The result also agrees
with Yılmaz (2012) who found that female
students were more likely to attribute success
to their own efforts to achieve the ultimate
goals in reading skill than male students.
This result might be interpreted by
saying that both male and female students
passed nearly through the same educational
setting where they studied the same school
curriculum English for Palestine. Regardless
of their physical differences and abilities, EFL
students at QOU seem to have the same
educational experiences in terms of having

Std.
Deviation

Reading
116
I

Gender

Reading
proficiency

N Minimum Maximum Mean

Male

Total

Table (3)
Means & Standard deviations of EFL students’
grades in Reading I & II
Grade

Khaled Dweikat
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Table (5) shows that there are differences in
age levels of EFL students’ reading
proficiency since the highest was (3.65) for
(More than 25 years) while the lowest is
(3.46) for (Less than 20 years) and the
medium is (3.55) for (Between 20-25). In
order to investigate the differences, One -Way
ANOVA was used and the following table
shows the result:

studied the same courses at the university and
that the English language instructors mostly
use the same reading materials and the same
methods of teaching at QOU which adopts the
philosophy of open education regardless of the
students’ interests or proficiency level.
Table (5)
Frequencies, Means and Standards
Deviations of EFL students’ reading
proficiency due to age

Reading
Proficiency

Age

N

Mean

S.D

Less than 20 years

26

3.46

0.51

Between 20-25

81

3.55

0.51

More than 25 years
Total

9
116

3.65
3.54

0.34
0.50
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Table (6)
Results of One -Way ANOVA for EFL students’ reading proficiency due to age
Reading
proficiency

Source of variance

Sum of
Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Total

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

0.315
28.983
29.297

2
113
115

0.157
0.256

0.614

0.543

* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Table (6) shows no statistically
significant differences at (α =0.05) on the total
degree of EFL students’ reading proficiency
due to age. The significant level is (0.625)
which is more than (0.05). This result might
be interpreted by saying that the majority of
students (107 out of 116 )were between 19 -25
years old who have studied the same courses
and almost passed through the same learning
experiences at school and at university as well
. They seem to have the same interests, the
same opportunities to practice the language for
communication and almost taught by the same
academic instructors at QOU which provides
them with the same exposure to the English
language.

Table (7)
Frequencies, Means and Standards Deviations
of EFL Students’ reading proficiency due to
level of study
Level of
N
Mean
S.D
Study
Reading
Second
32
3.51
0.51
Proficiency
year
Third year
52
3.59
0.52
Forth year
32
3.49
0.46
Total
116
3.54
0.50

Table (7) shows that there are differences in
EFL students’ reading proficiency due to
students’ level of study. The highest is (3.59)
for (Third year) while the lowest is (3.49) for
(Forth year) and the medium is (3.51) for
(Second year). In order to investigate the
differences, One -Way ANOVA was used and
the following table shows the result:
-31-
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Table (8)
Results of One Way ANOVA for EFL students’ reading proficiency due to level of study
Reading
proficiency

Total

Source of
variance

Sum of
Squares

Df

Mean Square

Between Groups

0.248

2

0.124

Within Groups

29.049

113

0.257

Total

29.297

115

F

Sig.

.483

0.618

* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Table (8) shows no statistically significant
differences at (α =0.05) on the total degree of
EFL students’ reading proficiency due to
levels of the study. The significant level is
(0.618) which is more than (0.05). This result
seems to be in line with Magogwe JM (2013)
who found that even ESL students who
reported high reading proficiency and high use
of metacognitive strategies showed no vast
difference in terms of proficiency and that
students who reported their proficiency as
high had an edge over low-proficiency ones
mainly because their management and
monitoring of reading was guided more by the
goals they have set themselves than by the
tests and assignments they were given.
Such result might be explained by
saying that second , third and fourth year
students might have the same reading abilities
regardless of the number of courses they were
able to pass since they use self-study
techniques and strategies which is used by
QOU. This means that there might be students
in the second or third yeas who have nearly
the same, if not better, linguist abilities than
fourth year students.

Table (9)
Pearson Matrix Correlation to
determine the relationship between taking
the two courses in reading and students '
levels of proficiency
Course

Reading I

Reading II

Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Students ' levels of
proficiency
0.047
0.616
116
0.000
0.999
74

Table (9) shows that there is no statistically
significant relationship between taking the two
courses in reading and students ' levels of
proficiency. This result seems to agree with
Nisbet and Huang (2012) who found that
support strategy use was negatively correlated
with reading proficiency score.This result
might be attributed to the fact that the two
coursebooks studied by the students at QOU
are somehow outdated and seem to be
inadequate in terms of helping students to
enhance their reading proficiency. To the
researcher’s own experience, the coursebooks
were written more than 30 years old without
having authentic and self-motivating materials
that can create intrinsic motivation within the
student to read on their own and to do se
practextensive reading outside the walls of the
classroom.

3-Results related to the Third Question.
"What is the effect of taking the two courses
in reading in students ' levels of proficiency?
To answer this question, Pearson Matrix
Correlation was used and table (9) shows the
result:
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4-Results related to the fourth question:
"What are the most common difficulties
facing EFL students at Al-Quds Open
University when practicing the reading
skill?" To answer this question, frequency and
percentages of students' responses were
calculated as shown in table (10).
Table (10)
Distribution of Sample Responses to
Difficulties the students face

I lack background
knowledge to
understand the
content of the
texts.
I find it hard to
concentrate while
reading
The text contains
many new words
whose meaning I
cannot guess.
The grammatical
structures in the
texts are difficult
for me to
understand.
I can read but
with little
comprehension.
Others
Total

Frequency

Class

Difficulties
I have no
particular interest
in reading.

%

Yes

19

16.4

No

97

83.6

Yes

18

15.5

No

98

84.5

Yes

36

31.0

No

80

69.0

Yes

56

48.3

No

60

51.7

Yes

12

10.3

No

104

89.7

Yes

28

24.1

No

88

75.9

Yes
No

4
112

3.4
96.6
100
%

116
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and that when the learner has a large
vocabulary, he will not face problems in
comprehension.The result also agrees with
Hellekjaer (2009) who found that the main
problems encountered by students were
unfamiliar vocabulary and slow reading. The
result agrees with Hoang (2015) who found
that lack of vocabulary was the most common
reading difficulty with less efficient students.
Meanwhile, the result seems to be inconsistent
with Chomchaiya and Dunworth (2008)
whose study revealed that learners of English
as a second language often experience
considerable difficulties with reading but
vocabulary was not among these difficulties.
This difficulty might be attributed to the fact
that most students do not give sufficient
importance to building up their own
vocabulary which should begin at school.
Conclusion and Pedagogical Implications
This study aimed at investigating EFL
students’ levels of reading proficiency at AlQuds Open University in addition to
identifying the difficulties facing these
students in practicing the reading skill. The
results of the statistical analysis revealed that
EFL students' at QOU scored high levels of
reading proficiency and there were no
statistically significant differences at (α =0.05)
on the total degree of EFL students’ reading
proficiency due to gender, age and level of
study. There was also no statistically
significant relationship between taking the two
courses in reading and students ' levels of
proficiency. On the other hand, the most
frequent difficulty was “The text contains
many new words whose meaning I cannot
guess.”.Thus, these results have a number of
pedagogical implications for improving
English language curriculum to incorporate
more interesting reading materials and reading
activities into the current cuuriculum and
pedagogical practices in order to enhance the
reading proficiency level to suit students’
needs and interests.This means that curriculum
designers need to offer meaningful and
motivating contexts for reading L2 texts but

The most
problematic
ones
(Frequency)

1

5

7

44

2

3
______
62

Table (10) shows that the most
frequent difficulty facing the students when
reading English texts is “The text contains
many new words whose meaning I cannot
guess” which scored 44 out of 62 (71%). This
result agrees with Medjahdi (2015) who )
maintained that insufficient vocabulary leads
to many obstacles in reading comprehension
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15

nal of the Association of Arab Universities for Research in Higher Education (???? ????? ???????? ??????? (?????? ?? ??????? ??????, Vol. 39 [2019], Iss. 1, Ar
Journal of the AArU, Vol. 39, No.1. 2019, 19-38

(doi-10.12816/0053041)

Khaled Dweikat

-QOU can cooperate with the Ministry of
Education to provide school students with
enough exposure to the process of reading.
-The reading courses at QOU need to be
updated to include authentic materials and
more interesting texts to encourage students to
read for a purpose and for pleasure as well.
-Authentic texts (such as newspapers,
magazines and books) should be emphasized
both at QOU and at school as well. These
should be learner-centered rather than teachercentered so as to meet the reading needs of the
individual as well as of the group of students
in a class
- There is a need for further studies to measure
students’
reading
proficiency
using
standardised tests or training programms.
-QOU can start a reading training program to
create successful readers.
-Students at QOU need to be trained on how
to build up vocabulary they need later to read
successfully.

also need to create an opportunity for
improving general language proficiency.
On the other hand, EFL teachers and
university instructors need to try their best
efforts to encourage students to practice
reading using different techniques including
using short stories to read and summarize,
asking students to take part in some reading
activities and competitions, urging students to
read outside the classroom and motivating
them to develop the reading habit through
short stories and novels, and selecting more
appropriate texts depending on the learners’
levels. The teachers need to provide students
with enough exposure to the process of
reading.
Furthermore, students need to work
hard to enlarge vocabulary amount since
words familiarity plays a vital role in
understanding the whole text. Thus, learners
can develop the vocabulary knowledge
through increasing the reading habit and
extensive reading. The reading courses at the
university need to be updated to include
authentic materials and more interesting texts
to encourage students to read for a purpose
and for pleasure as well. Authentic texts (such
as newspapers, magazines and books) are
especially important for fostering reading
persistence in struggling secondary readers.
These should be learner-centered rather than
teacher-centered so as to meet the reading
needs of the individual as well as of the group
of students in a class.
Recommendations
Based on the aforementioned results, the
following recommendations are due:
-QOU needs to incorporate more interesting
reading materials and reading activities into
the current curriculum to enhance the reading
proficiency level of EFL students.
-Instructors at QOU need to motivate EFL
students and encourage them to develop their
reading habits through short stories and novels
that suit students’ levels.
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Appendix 1 (The Questionnaire)
Dear EFL student
This questionnaire aims to investigate EFL students’ levels of reading proficiency at Al-Quds Open
University in addition to identifying difficulties facing them in practicing the reading skill. Thus, could you
please read the following items carefully and answer them honestly. Your responses will not be traced to
you, and will remain confidential.
Researcher: Dr. Khaled A .Dweikat
Note: The number of words in this questionnaire is 1050.
A. Demographic data
1- Gender: a- male b- female
2- Age: a- less than 20 year's
b- between 20 - 25
c- more than 25
)
2- Your Grade in Reading 1: (
3- Your Grade in Reading 2: (
)
4- Level of study: a- second year
b- third year
c- fourth year
B. Reading Difficulties
1. Do you have any difficulties while reading academic materials in English?
 a. Yes (If yes, go to question 2 below)
 b. No (If no, go to Part C below)
2. Show your reading difficulties by checking the appropriate box (es).
 a. I have no particular interest in reading.
 b. I lack background knowledge to understand the content of the texts.
 c. I find it hard to concentrate while reading.
 d. The texts contain many new words whose meanings I cannot guess.
 e. The grammatical structures in the texts are difficult for me to understand.
 f- I can read but with little comprehension.
 g. Others (specify in the blank below):
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------3. Among difficulties (a-g) which one do you find the most problematic? You can choose more than one:
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------................................................................................................................................................
C. Reading Proficiency Level based on the frequent use of reading strategies
Circle the appropriate number below from 1-5 to show how often you use the strategy when reading. It is
important to answer in terms of how well each statement describes you, NOT in terms of what you think,
you should do, or what other people do. THIS IS NOT A TEST. There are no right or wrong answers. Not
everyone needs the same kind of strategies, so a low score does not mean you are a bad learner.
Note: (5 = almost always 4 = usually 3 = occasionally 2 = rarely 1 = almost never)
No.
Item
Scale
1 I tend to choose appropriate strategies when I cannot comprehend a text.
5 4 3 2 1
2 I use my knowledge of the subject matter to understand unclear texts.
5 4 3 2 1
3 I use my knowledge of grammar to comprehend unclear texts.
5 4 3 2 1
4 I rely on context to understand the meaning of unfamiliar words in the text.
5 4 3 2 1
5 I use available linguistic clues (word knowledge, word order, grammar, 5 4 3 2 1
affixes, synonyms, antonyms, linking connectors, and punctuation) to get
the big picture of the text.
6 I can identify the words on the page accurately and fluently.
5 4 3 2 1
7 I am used to reading fast with good average of comprehension.
5 4 3 2 1
8 I can recognize words quickly and easily.
5 4 3 2 1
h9 When reading English texts, I do not decode individual letters on each 5 4 3 2 1
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Item

Scale

word.
I tend to read chunks of words when reading English texts.
I tend to use contextual cues (the title, illustrations, layout, charts, and style,
to get the general meaning and the basic themes in the text.
I rely on guessing to know the meaning of unfamiliar words in the text.
I can read less than 240 words per minute with about 70 % comprehension.
I can read 240-250 w.p.m with about 70 % comprehension.
I can read 250 – 300 w.p.m with about 70 % comprehension.
I can read more than 300 w.p.m with about 70 % comprehension.
I make a habit to read in English not less than 15 minutes every day.
I make a habit to read in English 4-6 times a week to once a week.
I make a habit to read in English 2-3 times a month or less.
I use the vocabulary and grammar I already know to comprehend the text.
I prefer to read a text I know something about.
I try my best to understand the meaning of every word in the text.
I can encode meaning from sentences easily and effortlessly.
I can read multiple genres with at least 70 % comprehension.
I can read isolated words and phrases that I see on signs, menus and
advertisements.
I can understand the purpose and main meaning of very short, simple texts.
I can understand texts that consist mainly of factual language, such as short
news reports of events, biographical information, descriptions, or technical
material.
I can understand the main idea and some details of clearly organized short
straightforward texts about places, people, and events that I am familiar
with
I can understand the main ideas of authentic prose on topics I am familiar
with.
I can understand long and complex analyses, factual reports, and literary
texts.
I can read fluently all forms and styles of the written language, including
abstract, linguistically complex texts such as specialized articles, essays and
literary works.
I can skim the text to extract its general ideas.
I use my knowledge of logical sequence to figure out unclear portions in
the text.
Thanks a lot
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